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  About The Ohio Grassman


  “Don’t go out of the yard, or the Grassman will get you!”


  In rural eastern Ohio, that’s a warning some parents use to keep their kids from wandering off alone. To some, it’s just a saying, much like “If you step on a crack, you’ll break your mother’s back.” However, to others, it’s a warning they feel might be based on fact.


  So, what is the “Grassman”?


  You’ve probably heard of Bigfoot—or “Sasquatch,” as it is sometimes known. Bigfoot is rumored to be a huge, hairy, manlike creature that roams the remote corners of the United States and Canada. While Bigfoot’s existence has never been proven, legends of such creatures date back hundreds of years—not just in North America but all over the world. In the Himalayan Mountains of Asia, ancient stories tell of the “Yeti,” also known as the “Abominable Snowman.” In China, there is the “Yeren.” In Australia, the “Yowie.” In Indonesia, the “Orang Pendek.” All these names are given to creatures that, according to countless eyewitnesses, resemble our Bigfoot.


  The most famous stories of Bigfoot come from California and the Pacific Northwest. In those areas, there are Bigfoot-themed parks, museums, and even restaurants. So, would it surprise you to learn that more sightings of a Bigfoot-type creature occur in the state of Ohio than anywhere else in the country? In Ohio, the creature is called the “Grassman” because it is rumored to lurk amid the grassy fields that dominate the eastern part of the state. Most stories about Bigfoot suggest that it is shy and prefers to avoid people. However, those who have encountered the Grassman claim it is aggressive, fast, and possibly dangerous.


  What if the Grassman—or Bigfoot, or Sasquatch, or Yeti—is not just a legend? Could it be a rare type of animal science cannot yet explain? Would such a creature be hostile to humans? Or might it actually be more afraid of us than we are of it?


  As with most legends, only time may tell whether the Grassman exists in reality or merely in stories.


  Chapter 1


  SUGARCREEK, OHIO


  FIVE YEARS AGO:


  “Don’t go out of the yard, Landon, or the Grassman might get you!” Dad called from his exercise bike in the corner of the den.


  Eight-year-old Landon Shrewsbury didn’t know exactly what the Grassman was, but he knew he didn’t want it to get him. Big, hairy, and mean. That’s what people said about it. And if it got you, that would be the last anyone saw of you.


  “Honey, don’t tell him that,” Mom said.


  “Well, Jamie, you don’t want the Grassman to get him, do you?” Dad wore a little smile on his face.


  Mom blew air through her lips. “Okay, Paul.” She fastened the last clasp on Landon’s snow boot. Lowering her voice, she said, “Don’t you worry about any Grassman. But don’t go out of the yard.”


  “I won’t go out of the yard.”


  “I expect they’ll be safe,” Dad said. “I’ve heard the Grassman only comes out at night.”


  “Paul!”


  “Well, that’s what I’ve heard.” Dad gave Landon a big smile and went back to huffing and puffing on his bike.


  Landon knew Dad was kidding. Dad liked to act that way—gruff and sometimes a little scary, but just for pretend. Usually, he was like a big teddy bear. That’s what Mom said. But when he got mad, he became a grizzly bear. At least Dad didn’t get mad very often.


  Landon lived with his dad, mom, and brother in a large, single-story brick house a few miles outside the town of Sugarcreek, Ohio. The house was set back a long way from the road, and they had a big yard with lots of woods in the back. Right now, the house, the yard, the woods—the whole town—lay under a beautiful blanket of clean, white snow. And huge flakes were still coming down.


  “Okay,” Mom said. “You’re all set. Are you and Kevin going to build a snowman?”


  “I guess so.”


  “Kevin, your brother’s ready!” she called out.


  “It’s about time!”


  After a rapid thump-thump-thump of feet coming down the hall, Kevin appeared in the doorway. “Let’s go, already.”


  “Don’t pelt Landon with snowballs,” Mom said.


  Kevin was thirteen, five years older than Landon. He put on an exaggerated frown. “But Mom. I like pelting Landon with snowballs.”


  “Do you like it when I pelt you with snowballs?” Dad asked.


  “No, but that’s because you’re mean. I pelt Landon out of love.”


  Dad looked hurt. “Now, you know that whenever I pelt you, it’s out of the deepest love.”


  “All right, out you boys go,” Mom said, giving Dad a hard stare. “And when you come back in, take your boots off at the door. Do not track snow in the house. Or I might call the Grassman to come get you.”


  “Funny, Mom.” Kevin rolled his eyes, opened the backdoor, and leaped into the snow. “Come on, Shorty.”


  Landon didn’t like being called “Shorty,” but he had to laugh because Kevin was barely two inches taller than he was. Not that big for a “big” brother. He stepped out the door into the foot-deep snow. Immediately, frigid air slapped his skin like an icy hand. Snowflakes whirled into his face and tickled his exposed cheeks. It was beautiful out here! He plodded along in his brother’s footsteps, but Kevin could move faster than he did. In only moments, Landon had fallen far behind.


  Finally, Kevin stopped, spun around, and called out, “We should build forts. This snow is great for that!”


  Snow forts were fun. Snow forts meant there would be pelting. But he could hold his own against his brother in a snowball battle!


  He scanned the unbroken blanket of snow, the white-frosted trees that surrounded the yard. A low hill rose toward the woods to his right. That was it—the place to build his fort. He had just taken a step forward when something went WHAP! to the back of his hood-covered head. Snow exploded all over him.


  The snowball didn’t hurt—not much—but the impact set him off balance for a moment. He should have known Kevin would stoop to a such dirty trick.


  “Gotcha first!”


  Landon whirled around in anger, only to see another snowball whizzing toward his eyes. He ducked and spun. The snowball smacked against his shoulder rather than in his face.


  “That’s not how you’re—” Another snowball hit him in the back. “—supposed to do it!”


  “Well, come on, get me back!”


  So much for building a fort!


  He scooped up a handful of snow and began to pack it tight. It was just wet enough to make the perfect snowball. He started toward Kevin with arm raised. But when he hurled the snowball, Kevin sidestepped easily out of its way.


  Kevin reached for another handful of snow, but Landon was already furiously patting together a second round. He wound up, pitched the snowball, and—this time—it struck Kevin just beneath his chin. The icy fragments trickled down his jacket collar.


  Success!


  “Whoa, that’s cold! You’re gonna get it now, Shorty!”


  Landon laughed, turned, and began running—or stumbling—toward the edge of the woods with Kevin in hot pursuit. A snowball whizzed past his ear. He ran first to the left, then to the right, trying not to trip over his own feet. He heard rapid, crunching footsteps just behind him. Then—WHAM!—it felt like a boulder of snow crashing down on his head. Cold, glittering crystals cascaded over his shoulders. This time, he lost his balance and went down on his knees.


  “Got you with the big bomb!” Kevin cried.


  He heard Kevin’s footsteps just behind him. He ducked and covered his head with his arms, certain the next bomb was about to fall. Then he noticed something in the snow to his left.


  “Hey!”


  WHAM!


  Another blow, and snow crumbled over his head and shoulders.


  He paid it no mind. “Wait a minute!”


  “No way, Shorty.”


  “Look!” He pointed at the snow-covered ground a few feet away.


  For a long moment, he expected Kevin to hit him yet again, but nothing happened.


  “Wow,” came Kevin’s low voice.


  Both boys’ gazes now locked on what had caught Landon’s attention: a double row of deep impressions in the snow. They led through the yard along the edge of the woods.


  They looked like footprints.


  Huge, gigantic, unbelievable footprints.


  Landon and Kevin gathered around the nearest print and stared at it in silent awe. It had to be fully two feet long. The next nearest lay at least six feet away. The falling snow had partly covered the tracks. But there could be no mistaking their distinctive outlines: they looked like the prints of a giant man’s bare feet.


  “I’ve never seen anybody that big before,” Landon whispered.


  “Yeah. And who would be out in the snow without any shoes on?” Kevin said.


  Landon peered into the shadows beneath the snow-covered trees. “What if they’re still out here?”


  Kevin’s gaze followed the footprints. “They go into the woods over there.” He pointed to where the tracks disappeared.


  Both boys stood motionless, listening to the soft, pattering sound of falling snow. Beyond that, they heard only the low moan of a distant breeze.


  A heavy crunch came from somewhere not far away.


  “Hey,” Landon whispered. “What was that?”


  Another crunch.


  Amid the trees, maybe fifty feet away, something was moving. A huge, dark shadow, partly hidden by the thick, snow-covered branches. Landon couldn’t tell what it was. Only that it was big.


  “Do you see that?” Kevin whispered.


  Landon nodded. Kevin knelt at the edge of the trees. He tugged Landon’s jacket sleeve, urging him to kneel as well. Landon did, ignoring the cold that seeped through his heavy snow pants.


  “I smell something,” he said. And what an awful smell! It was like a combination of rotten eggs and really bad dog poo.


  Kevin nodded and scrunched up his face, indicating he smelled it too.


  The shadow in the woods appeared to lean forward. Landon glimpsed a flash of red.


  Eyes! Red, blazing eyes!


  It was watching them.


  “It’s seen us,” Kevin whispered.


  Landon’s heart pounded like a jackhammer. Whatever this thing was, it must have made the tracks in the yard.


  He remembered what his dad had said before he and Kevin came outside.


  “Don’t go out of the yard, or….”


  “It’s the Grassman!”


  “Shhh!”


  For another full minute, the half-seen shadow continued to watch them. Landon could feel the those burning eyes focused on him. At last, he discovered he was holding his breath. He had to breathe.


  He sucked in a long, welcome lungful of air.


  The thing in the woods appeared to draw itself up even taller
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